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"The M i s t r e s s c o n d i t i o n " i s a p h r a s e 
c o i n e d by C a t h e r i n e B r e s l i n t o denote 
th e l i f e s t y l e o f t h o s e " i n d e p e n d e n t , 
nondependent women who c u r r e n t l y f i n d 
t h e m s e l v e s l i v i n g — b y c h o i c e o r by 
c i r c u m s t a n c e — o u t s i d e t h e t r a -
d i t i o n a l haven o f m a r r i a g e . " The word 
" m i s t r e s s " i s d e f i n e d as a woman who 
has t h e power o f c o n t r o l l i n g o r d i s -
p o s i n g o f something a t p l e a s u r e , who 
has a u t h o r i t y and i s t h e r e f o r e m i s -
t r e s s o f h e r s e l f and o f h e r own l i f e . 
S i n c e more and more women a r e c h o o s i n g 
t h i s l i f e s t y l e o f a r e b e i n g f o r c e d 
i n t o i t by t h e i r own o r t h e i r p a r t -
n e r s ' u n w i l l i n g n e s s t o endure an un-
s a t i s f a c t o r y r e l a t i o n s h i p , t h i s t o p i c 
i s an i m p o r t a n t one and t h e book 
p r o m i s e s t o c h a r t p r e v i o u s l y u n c h a r t e d 
w a t e r s . 
I n many ways, t h e book f u l f i l l s i t s 
p r o m i s e . I t gave t h i s r e a d e r a r e -
newed sense o f v i g o u r and e n t h u s i a s m 
f o r t h e s i n g l e l i f e . Even though more 
women a r e c h o o s i n g t o l i v e a l o n e and 
the s i n g l e l i f e i s now acknowledged as 
a r e a l and i n t e r e s t i n g o p t i o n f o r 
women ( v i d e t e l e v i s i o n ' s p r e s e n t a t i o n 
o f Mary T y l e r Moore, Rhoda, P h y l l i s , 
e t a l . ) , i t s t i l l i s t r u e t h a t we l i v e 
i n a s o c i e t y o r i e n t e d towa'rds c o u p l e s 
and f a m i l i e s ; m a r r i a g e i s s t i l l c o n -
s i d e r e d t o be t h e u l t i m a t e i n hap-
p i n e s s and p e r s o n a l f u l f i l l m e n t , 
e s p e c i a l l y f o r women. A t t i m e s , t h e r e -
f o r e , i t i s d i f f i c u l t f o r t h e s i n g l e 
woman t o a v o i d f e e l i n g u n u s u a l , ab-
n o r m a l , p e r h a p s even n e u r o t i c and un-
h e a l t h y i f she chooses n o t t o f i t h e r -
s e l f t o t h a t p a r t i c u l a r mold. The 
M i s t r e s s C o n d i t i o n i s r e a s s u r i n g i n 
t h a t i t s t a t e s u n e q u i v o c a l l y t h a t i t 
i s "ok" t o want t o l i v e a l o n e . Not 
o n l y i s i t " o k " — i t i s e x c i t i n g , 
g r o w t h - p r o d u c i n g and f u l l o f p o t e n t i a l . 
A M i s t r e s s i s a woman who p u t s h e r s e l f 
f i r s t , who l i v e s h e r l i f e a c c o r d i n g t o 
her own i n t e r e s t s and d e s i r e s , who 
t a k e s c o n t r o l o v e r h e r l i f e and a c -
c e p t s t h e consequences o f h e r own 
a c t i o n s . Freedom i s t h e c o r n e r s t o n e 
on w h i c h t h e l i f e o f t h e M i s t r e s s i s 
b u i l t and so h e r l i f e t e n d s t o be one 
w i t h o u t commitment t o anyone o r any-
t h i n g e x c e p t h e r own development. 
G e n e r a l l y t h e M i s t r e s s i s u n m a r r i e d 
(and may have been c a t a p u l t e d i n t o t h e 
m i s t r e s s c o n d i t i o n by t h e break-up o f 
a m a r r i a g e ) ; she i s l i k e l y t o be c h i l d -
l e s s ; she makes no a b s o l u t e commit-
ments t o a c a r e e r o r i n s t i t u t i o n ; and 
w h i l e she i s c e r t a i n l y i n v o l v e d w i t h 
men, h e r s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s t e n d t o 
be open-ended and m u l t i p l e . The f r e e -
dom w h i c h i s t h e m a i n s t a y o f h e r l i f e 
i s an e x c i t i n g and heady t h i n g , o f t e n 
d i f f i c u l t t o cope w i t h . A n o t h e r r e -
a s s u r a n c e w h i c h t h i s book p r o v i d e s i s 
th e r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t many o t h e r women 

are e x p e r i e n c i n g t h e s e s i t u a t i o n s and 
a r e f i n d i n g ways o f t u r n i n g o b s t a c l e s 
i n t o c h a l l e n g e s . 
One o f t h e b e s t c h a p t e r s i n t h e book 
i s t h e one i n w h i c h Ms. B r e s l i n d i s -
c u s s e s t h e m e n t a l garbage t h a t we a l l 
c a r r y and t h a t needs t o be combusted 
b e f o r e t r u e freedom i s p o s s i b l e . Gar-
bage: t h e myth t h a t t h e White K n i g h t , 
t h e p e r f e c t man, w i l l someday come 
a l o n g t o p r o v i d e h a p p i n e s s and s e c u r -
i t y ; t h e i d e a t h a t m a r r i a g e w i l l make 
l i f e b e t t e r and s o l v e one's probl e m s ; 
t h e b e l i e f t h a t h a v i n g c h i l d r e n i s a 
woman's g r e a t e s t f u l f i l l m e n t , o r t h a t 
p a r e n t s know b e s t because t h e y ' v e been 
t h e r e ; t h e n o t i o n t h a t y ou're r e a l l y 
i n l o v e when you c a n ' t e a t o r s l e e p ; 
and perhaps most p e r n i c i o u s o f a l l , 
o u r hang-ups about sex: j e a l o u s y , 
a n x i e t y about our b o d i e s , performance 
f e a r s . Our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f female 
s e x u a l i t y i s l i m i t e d by myths and 
m i s - i n f o r m a t i o n ; even t h e c u r r e n t 
b u r s t o f i n t e r e s t ' i n women's s e x u a l i t y 
sometimes t h r e a t e n s t o overwhelm us 
w i t h new i d e a l s t o l i v e up t o ( l i k e 
t h e one about t h e m u l t i - o r g a s m i c 
woman who keeps coming and coming un-
t i l she f i n a l l y s t o p s from sheer ex-
h a u s t i o n ) . The M i s t r e s s needs t o be 
c o n s t a n t l y on t h e a l e r t f o r t h e s e be-
l i e f s , t o p r e v e n t them from d e t e r m i n -
i n g h e r b e h a v i o u r and t o t e s t them 
a g a i n s t t h e c o l d h a r d f a c t s o f r e a l i t y . 
The M i s t r e s s C o n d i t i o n i s an e n t e r -
t a i n i n g b o o k — p e r h a p s t o o e n t e r t a i n i n g , 
s i n c e the e n t e r t a i n m e n t v a l u e i s p u r -
chased a t t h e p r i c e o f s l i c k n e s s and 
s u p e r f i c i a l i t y . " Z i p , boom, b a h — 
t h r e e c h e e r s f o r t h e s i n g l e l i f e " — i s 
t he t o n e t h r o u g h o u t . A l t h o u g h t h e 
book i s l i b e r a l l y l a c e d w i t h q u o t a -
t i o n s , s n i p p e t s o f c o n v e r s a t i o n and 
a n e c d o t e s from i n t e r v i e w s w i t h 200 
M i s t r e s s e s , t h e r e i s no i n - d e p t h 
p r e s e n t a t i o n o f any o f them. Her ex-
amples, meant t o r e p r e s e n t a b r o a d 
range o f l i f e s t y l e s and c a r e e r c h o i c e s , 
i n f a c t end up making t h e women sound 
s t r a n g e l y a l i k e . The a c t u a l p r o c e s s 
o f becoming a f r e e and i ndependent 
woman i s g l o s s e d o v e r ; we a r e shown 
o n l y t h e end p r o d u c t , and even t h a t i n 
i t s more s u p e r f i c i a l a s p e c t s . Two 
c h a p t e r s i l l u s t r a t e t h e main p r o b l e m 
w i t h t h e book: "The B i g Three: Money, 
Power and Sex" and "And U l t i m a t e l y — 
t h e Men." " U l t i m a t e l y , t h e men" i n a 
book t h a t p u r p o r t s t o be about s e l f -
a c t u a l i z i n g women c o n t r o l l i n g t h e i r 
own l i v e s and f e e l i n g f u l f i l l e d w i t h i n 
t h e m s e l v e s ? What i s g o i n g on h e r e ? 
And a r e t h e b i g t h r e e i n f a c t money, 
power and sex? Perhaps Ms. B r e s l i n i s 
t o o much a p r o d u c t o f h e r own s o c i e t y . 
She seems t o have bought t h e c a p i t a l -
i s t i c , m a l e - o r i e n t e d w o r l d v i e w h o l u s 
b o l u s ; as a r e s u l t , t h e composite 
p o r t r a i t t h a t emerges o f t h e m i s t r e s s 
i s o f a woman who i s f a i r l y w e a l t h y , 
who has a glamorous j o b (photography, 
s k i i n s t r u c t o r , w r i t i n g , f r e e l a n c e 
e d i t i n g ) , who t r a v e l s a good d e a l and 
who has many male f r i e n d s . I n f a c t , 
t o o much o f t h i s book d e a l s w i t h t h e 
r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e s e women t o t h e men 
i n t h e i r l i v e s , w h i l e l i t t l e i s s a i d 
about t h e M i s t r e s s ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 
he r p a r e n t s , t o h e r women f r i e n d s and 
f i n a l l y t o h e r s e l f . How i s s e l f a c -
c e p t a n c e a c h i e v e d ? How does one 
l e a r n t o l i v e a l o n e ? How does one 
combust a l l t h a t garbage i n t h e head? 
We w i l l n o t f i n d t h e answers t o t h e s e 
q u e s t i o n s i n The M i s t r e s s C o n d i t i o n . 
What we w i l l f i n d i s a q u i c k s h o t i n 
the arm, an e x c i t i n g u p l i f t , b u t 
l i t t l e r e a l n o u r i s h m e n t t o s u s t a i n us 
i n t h e a c t u a l p r o c e s s o f l i v i n g and 
c o p i n g as a s i n g l e i n d e p e n d e n t woman 
i n t h i s w o r l d . I t ' s a b i t l i k e g e t -
t i n g a p e t i t f o u r when what you r e a l l y 
wanted was a t h i c k s t e a k . 
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Y e a r s ago, when I was a w o r k i n g s i n g l e 
p a r e n t w i t h a h i g h s c h o o l d i p l o m a and 
no m a r k e t a b l e s k i l l s , "Can you t y p e ? " 
was a q u e s t i o n I f r e q u e n t l y encoun-
t e r e d . I c o u l d n o t t y p e : I s p e n t 
y e a r s a t a s e r i e s o f low p a i d monoton-
ous j o b s . Then I moved i n t o p e r s o n n e l 
work and t h e o t h e r s i d e o f t h e desk. 
Women came t o me f o r j o b s and I as k e d 
them, "Can you t y p e ? . " Most o f them 
c o u l d and d i d , i n c l u d i n g t h o s e w i t h 
a B.A. o r an M.A. o r even an M.B.A. 
That was t e n y e a r s o r so ago. S i n c e 
t h e n I have been m o s t l y i n t h e a c a -
demic w o r l d and had assumed t h i n g s 
must have changed o u t t h e r e . They 
h a v e n ' t — a t l e a s t n o t f o r many o f us. 
L a s t week I was a s k e d , "But can you 
t y p e ? . " (I s t i l l c a n ' t . ) 
I t h a s n ' t changed enough f o r us i n t h e 
u n i v e r s i t i e s e i t h e r , as many o f us 
know from y e a r s o f a t t e n d i n g c o n f e r e n -
c e s where o u r c o l l e a g u e s have p r e s e n -
t e d s t u d y a f t e r s t u d y d e m o n s t r a t i n g 
t h a t women a r e d i s c r i m i n a t e d a g a i n s t 
i n C anadian u n i v e r s i t i e s , as s t u d e n t s , 
as f a c u l t y and as s u p p o r t s t a f f . 
The a u t h o r s o f But can you t y p e ? docu-
ment t h e e x i s t e n c e and t h e e x t e n t o f 
the d i s c r i m i n a t i o n , " p r a c t i s e d d a i l y 
and on a n a t i o n w i d e s c a l e . " The s t u d y 
was done by V i c k e r s o f C a r l e t o n and 
Adam o f C a l g a r y f o r t h e C.A.U.T. s e r -
i e s on t h e p l a c e o f t h e u n i v e r s i t i e s 
i n C anadian s o c i e t y . G e n e r a l s e r i e s 
e d i t o r Naomi G r i f f i t h s comments about 
t h e s e r i e s b r i e f l y and u s e f u l l y i n 
t h i s volume. T h i s p a r t i c u l a r mono-
graph i s o u t s t a n d i n g by r e a s o n o f i t s 
c l e a r d i s c u s s i o n o f a u s e f u l s e l e c t i o n 
o f d i s t u r b i n g s t a t i s t i c s , as w e l l as 
by i t s s u b j e c t . 
Adam and V i c k e r s argue t h a t i t m a t t e r s 
t h a t women a r e d i s c r i m i n a t e d a g a i n s t 
i n t h e u n i v e r s i t i e s because t h e s e i n -
s t i t u t i o n s have a " v i r t u a l monopoly on 
t h e f i e l d o f p r o f e s s i o n a l and h i g h e r 
